Yesterday, in my daily e-mail message from the Trump White House (1600 Daily) the headline that jumped out of the e-mail header was "Memo to the far left: The energy revolution is already here." My curiosity peaked. Has Donald Trump now gone the way of Mitch McConnell to declare that human activity has resulted in global warming that is causing catastrophic climate change? Has the White House realized that across the country extreme weather events are frightening the public out of the denial foisted upon us by oil company scientists and other hucksters? Has the Snake Oil Salesman In Chief decided that for the sake of all humanity he must get honest at least about the greenhouse gas emissions resulting from burning fossil fuels and resulting in a meltdown that is far worse than the Chernobyl nuclear power plant disaster?
That was yesterday. This morning as I sat with my tea and the Boston Globe, two stories jumped out at me. One reported that for several days in May 2019 atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO 2 ) concentrations recorded at the Mauna Loa observatory in Hawaii have exceeded 415 parts per million (ppm)-a concentration level higher than any known during human existence on planet Earth. The other reported that in Arkhangelsk, Russia, on the White Sea which feeds into the Arctic Ocean's Barents Sea, the temperature reached 84 F, thirty degrees above the average for mid-May. Reading these stories, I thought about when I was a state occupational health and safety inspector in the mid1980s conducting indoor air quality investigations. Back then, our recommendations were based on average atmospheric CO 2 levels of around 330 ppm. Holy moly-I'm not that old-that was only thirty-two years ago.
In the first issue of New Solutions (Spring 1990), Tony Mazzocchi, then Secretary Treasurer of the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers Union, and publisher of New Solutions, wrote that working people face the cruel choice of having either jobs or a healthy and safe environment (in and out of the workplace).
Both the trade unions and the environmental movement need to find a way to help working people escape from this cruel choice. We can't go on forever always putting off until tomorrow the necessary task of cleaning up the mess we make today. 1 Issue three of New Solutions included an article by Michael Merrill proposing a Superfund for Workers, something that Mazzocchi, who Merrill worked with, had been proposing as a solution to that cruel choice. Merrill explained that the Superfund for Workers could be modeled on the GI Bill of Rights that was enacted after World War II and provided income and tuition support to the returning war veterans across the United States in order to spur a new economy. In the case of the Superfund for Workers, it would be a transition measure from a toxic to a green economy. Climate change/global warming was not part of his discussion, but the proposal addressed what Mazzocchi saw as an environmental crisis that eventually would require deep changes in the oil and chemical industries. Merrill cautioned "Downward mobility is an insecure foundation for a mass movement. Both the trade unions and the environmental movement will have to offer a great deal more." 2 The Superfund for Workers came to be known more generally as a 'just transition' strategy for workers who would be displaced in a transition from the polluting economy.
About two years later, in a commentary published in New Solutions, Lin Kaatz Chary provided an environmental movement response to Merrill. Kaatz Chary, a labor and environmental activist challenged the trade unions to take on the task of providing environmental leadership.
Labor and the environmental community have the opportunity to create social history, to define an entirely new relationship between pride of work and pride of place. The environmental realities which engender the need for toxics use reduction, zero discharge, process changes and realignments as social and economic imperatives are not going to go away; they are going to get more intense. The labor movement can choose to lead the way in dealing with these inevitable transitions with progressive and aggressive strategies such as the Superfund for Workers, or it can fight them every inch of the way into oblivion. These are the realities that all people who are committed to social and economic justice must address, and the sooner the better. 3 Merrill responded first to Kaatz Chary's statement that the labor movement needs to provide the environmental movement with guidance for applying the specific measures of a Superfund for Workers. ". . . the problem goes deeper than simply a failure to be specific. Most efforts to translate the demand for a Superfund for Workers into concrete proposals don't get very far because people haven't yet agreed on what it is." He continued with, "The only way to stop people from getting paid for destroying the environment is to begin to pay them for not destroying it." 4 And that brings me to the Green New Deal, which is a revised concept of the Superfund for Workers. Nearly twenty years later, the Sunrise Movement, young people demanding effective and immediate climate action that can prevent the worst global melt-down consequences for humanity, is championing and organizing for a New Deal approach that will make a socially and environmentally just transition to an economy based on decarbonization and clean renewable energy. The devils are in the details, and so as Merrill wrote in 1992, people have yet to agree on what this would be. From all directions and sectors, organizations and networks are claiming that they were cut out of the picture, it's naı¨ve, it's too far to the left, it left out too much, it lacks details, and the detailed timeline would be impossible to accomplish.
So, here is a bit of the language from the Green New Deal that was submitted to the U.S. House of Representatives as House Resolution 109 (which is nonbinding).
. . . it is the duty of the Federal Government to create a Green New Deal-. . . to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions through a fair and just transition for all communities and workers; . . . to create millions of good, high-wage jobs and ensure prosperity and economic security for all people of the United States; . . . to promote justice and equity by stopping current, preventing future, and repairing historic oppression of indigenous peoples, communities of color, migrant communities, de-industrialized communities, de-populated rural communities, the poor, low-income workers, women, the elderly, the unhoused, people with disabilities, and youth (referred to in this resolution as "frontline and vulnerable communities").
. . . a Green New Deal must be developed through transparent and inclusive consultation, collaboration, and partnership with frontline and vulnerable communities, labor unions, worker cooperatives, civil society groups, academia, and businesses
There is much more, and you can read the resolution at https://www.congress. gov/bill/116th-congress/house-resolution/109/text. It is challenging politics. The economic, industrial, and technological restructuring required to achieve the necessary goals can only be done with a massive infusion of funding. A just transition will not only mean what Michael Merrill and Tony Mazzocchi presented nearly thirty years ago-making whole well-paid workers in the oil, chemical, and nuclear sectors who would lose their jobs and the security they fought so hard to win through strong unions. A just transition will mean creating meaningful and good-paying work for all the workers who have been excluded from the more secure economy. For the descendants of Africans brought here as slaves, this exclusion has a very long history. Working class communities forced to live downstream of the polluting industries, surrounded by toxic waste dumps and trapped in poverty require environmental and social justice-remediation, restoration, and secure sustainable employment. Restitution must be made to the indigenous peoples whose land was stolen as the American empire expanded-and who to this day face the pollution and destruction of fossil fuel production and transport that benefits others. And that is all within the borders of the United States. What of the majority global population in the less wealthy countries who will suffer the most from the unleashed destructive natural forces? We have an obligation to help them make the clean energy transition in their countries as well-and in ways that secure their prosperity instead of it being stolen by wealthier nations.
Since the Sunrise Movement has pushed this forward, the public opinion polling has shown substantial increases in public awareness of and concern about climate change. Is that due to the Sunrise Movement? Has ongoing extreme weather and related disasters finally moved the needle of public opinion? Who knows, but the voices of young people helped move mountains in the 1960s and I'm certain that will happen again now. Listen to Greta Thunberg if you have not already https://www.youtube.com/watch?v¼EAmmUIEsN9A. Failure to let this movement of young people provide climate leadership will create insurmountable climate action obstacles. We cannot afford to shut down their voices and their ideas.
We must believe that we have the capacity to change our politics, engage in effective communication, open our eyes and minds, and as a global species save our collective home. We must act as if we believe that.
